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ABSTRACT 

This report presents background information on 
possible strategies for shortening degree-completion times at Texas 
uni vers i t i es . A brief discussion of the advantages and disadvantages 
of each strategy is presented, along with a rough estimate of the 
fiscal consequences of each. The report notes that the percentage of 
students who complete their studies in 4 years declined from 45.4 
percent in 1977 to 31.1 percent in 1990. Long times-to-degree 
increase costs to the state, to students, and to their parents. 
Numerous causes have been suggested for long degree-completion times 
including: more part-time students, delays caused by doing remedial 
course work, reduced availability of required courses, transfer 
problems, a lowered work ethic, and others. The 10 strategies 
considered are: (l) require universities to guarantee a specific 
time-to-degree; (2) reduce credits required for degrees; (3) 
encourage students to earn college credit while in high school; (4) 
charge block tuition; (5) use technology/distance education; (6) 
increase summer school opportunities; (7) provide financial rewards 
to students who graduate in 3 years; (8) impose surcharge for 
excessive credits; (9) limit enrollments to required classes; and 
(10) provide state subsidies only for required courses. (JLS) 
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Coordinating Board Mission 

The mission of the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board is to provide the 
Legislature advice and comprehensive planning capability for higher education, to 
coordinate the effective delivery of higher education, to efficiently administer assigned 
statewide programs, and to advance higher education for the people of Texas. 
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Coordinating Board Phiiosophy 

The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board will promote access to quality 
higher education across the state with the conviction that access without quality is mediocrity 
and that quality without access is elitism. The Board will be open, ethical, responsive, and 
committed to public service. The Board will approach its work with a sense of purpose and 
responsibility to the people of Texas and is committed to the best use of public monies. 
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Executive Summary 



The National Center for Educational Statistics has reported that the percentage of 
baccalaureate-level graduates who complete their studies in four years declined from 
45.4 percent in 1977 to 31.1 percent in 1990. On average, students who received 
baccalaureate degrees in Texas public universities during fiscal year 1995 spent six 
years completing their degree requirements, were enrolled for 13.9 semesters, and 
attempted 154.7 semester credit hours of course work. 

Long times-to-degree increase costs to the state and to students and their parents. In 
addition, long degree-completion times negatively impact graduation rates. 

Numerous causes have been suggested for long degree-completion times: more part- 
time students, delays created by the necessity for doing remedial course work, reduced 
availability of required courses, transfer problems, lowered work ethic, and others. 

A number of states have either enacted or are considering policies designed to lower 
time-to-degree. This report briefly describes 10 different strategies for shortening 
degree-completion times. A brief discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of 
each is presented, along with a rough estimate of the fiscal consequences of each. 

No specific strategy is recommended. Rather, the report is intended to be a 
background paper on the issue. 
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I am slow of study. 

William Shakespeare 



Time is money. 

Benjamin Franklin 
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Time-to-Degree in Texas Universities 



As in most other states, students in Texas public institutions of higher education are 
taking longer to complete their baccalaureate degree programs. This development 
concerns policy makers because it increases the cost of education, both to students 
and to the state, and because long degree-completion times negatively impact 
graduation rates. 

Extended time-to-degree is not a new phenomenon, and some students have always 
spread their studies out over longer than normal periods of time, usually considered to 
be four years for a baccalaureate degree. Although some students complete them in 
as few as three years, many students are taking longer to complete their degrees. The 
National Center for Educational Statistics reports that the percentage of students who 
received baccalaureate degrees in four years decreased from 45.4 percent in 1977 to 
31.1 percent in 1990. 

Of the Texas students who earn baccalaureate degrees, fewer than 30 percent do so in 
four years. On average, students who received baccalaureate degrees in Texas 
universities during fiscal year 1995 spent six years in school, were enrolled for 13.9 
semesters, and attempted 154.7 semester credit hours of course work. 

Time-to-degree statistics for graduate degrees are similarly extended, a fact that 
caused the Texas Legislature to cap the reimbursement for doctoral students in 1993. 
Table 1 on the following page shows time-to-degree statistics for Texas public 
universities. 

In recent years, a number of states have enacted policies intended to shorten the 
period of time that students spend working on their degrees. Many other states are 
considering policy changes at this time. 

Numerous reasons have been suggested as causes for extended times-to-degree. 
Some of these include the following: 

• Because financial aid is inadequate, more students work and attend school part- 
time. 

• Inadequate availability and capacity in required courses will not allow students to 
take full course loads. Students then must lengthen the time required to obtain 
degrees. 

• Because many students are not adequately prepared to do college-level work, they 
must complete remedial classes before beginning college-level work. 

• A campus culture has developed in which 12 credits per semester is considered by 
both students and faculty to be a full academic load. 



Table 1 - Time-to-Degree Report, 1995 
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Note: Includes enrollment records in public institutions 1985 through 1995. Students enrolled fewer than 6 semesters were excluded. 



It is widely believed that institutions require more credits for degrees than they did in 
the past. 



• Funding policies driven by enrollments provide inadequate financial incentives for 
institutions to ensure that students graduate expeditiously and may even encourage 
institutions to retain students. 

• Some students are unable to transfer all of their community college credits to a 
Texas public university. 

• Students change their majors or choose to take courses not required for their 
degrees. 

• Students choose to drop classes in which they are not doing well or classes in which 
they believe that they could do better to enhance their academic records. 

• Professional groups have succeeded, through accrediting agencies, licensing 
requirements, and lobbying efforts, in increasing the number of credits required to 
enter their professions. 

• More older students who attend school part-time while pursuing their careers are 
enrolled than in the past. 

Of course, if Texas is to continue to provide higher education access to all of its 
citizens, it is not possible to reduce time-to-degree to four years for all students. For 
example, institutions must offer employed students opportunities to pursue their 
degrees on a part-time basis, and it is clear that some students will need academic 
remediation. 

But, it is also intuitively obvious that it should be possible to make improvements in 
many students’ time-to-degree. This report suggests some alternative strategies 
designed to do that. 
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Time-to-Degree as a Financial Issue 

The financial implications of increasing time-to-degree are not fully understood, but 
there are significant financial consequences to students, their parents, to institutions, 
and to the state. Most of the emphasis in reducing higher education costs has been 
focused on reducing administrative costs or increasing the number of classes 
professors teach. While there is widespread support for reducing administrative costs, 
this is unlikely to be a source of significant savings. Administrative costs are a relatively 
small part of total institutional costs, and they have been the subject of intense scrutiny 
for years. Institutions have tried hard to reduce administrative costs, and most have 
met with some degree of success. While some additional savings may be possible, 
they are likely to be relatively small. 

Similarly, increasing teaching loads is unlikely to be a vehicle for generating significant 
savings. Studies by the State Auditor, the Coordinating Board, and institutions indicate 
that teaching loads in Texas are comparable to those in other states. Because Texas 
must compete with other states for faculty resources, it cannot unilaterally impose 
working conditions significantly different from those of other states. 

The financial consequences of the increasing time-to-degree have not received the 
attention they deserve. In part, the issue is confused by the multiplicity of causes of 
extended time-to-degree. More importantly, a common but erroneous assumption 
suggests that while the increasing time-to-degree may have financial implications for 
students, which they willingly absorb, there are no financial consequences for the state 
regardless of whether a student chooses to complete his or her degree in four years or 
extend it over eight years. 

In fact, extended times-to-degree have financial consequences for both students and 
the state, they are significant, and the additional costs to students and their parents are 
not always willingly absorbed. Students who spread their studies over longer periods of 
time place a disproportionate demand on financial aid resources. Because students 
who spread their studies over longer periods of time usually attempt more courses 
overall than do students who complete their studies in shorter periods, these students 
generate additional direct instructional costs. Because there are many costs that are 
incurred by an institution simply by having the student on the campus, extending time- 
to-degree increases costs to the state. 

Students and their parents incur financial penalties by extending time-to-degree. Living 
costs are essentially independent of the number of courses taken in a given semester. 
Students become liable for some fees each semester, no matter how few courses they 
may take, so extending degree programs over additional terms results in additional 
fees. Finally, students who extend degree programs over longer periods of time forego 
income and professional opportunities that would otherwise accrue to them if they had 
graduated sooner. 



Table 2, below, contains estimates of the cost to the student and to the state of 
completing degrees in four years, five years, and six years. 



Table 2 - Cost of Degrees 



Degree/Time 


Cost to Parent 
or Student 


Cost to State 


BA/BS - 4 years 


$41,636 


$24,948 


BA/BS - 5 years 


$50,950 


$28,350 


BA/BS - 6 years 


$60,264 


$31,752 



Finally, it is difficult to evaluate the extent to which slow academic progress impacts 
degree completion rates. No one knows how many students or their parents decide to 
curtail their academic aspirations when, after two or three years, they determine that 
obtaining a degree will require significantly more time and result in significantly more 
debt than they had originally believed. 

Policies that will result in reduced time-to-degree for those students for whom reduced 
time-to-degree is appropriate are classic win-win situations. They benefit both the state 
and the student. The following section proposes policies for achieving this goal. 
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Ten Strategies for Reducing Time-to-Degree 



This section contains 10 different strategies for reducing time-to-degree. Each of these 
strategies has been implemented by’a state, has been discussed by the Texas 
Legislature, or has been suggested in the literature. 

The focus of this section is on baccalaureate degrees because they represent the 
largest number of degrees offered and because this has been the focus of much of the 
discussion on this topic. Many of the strategies are equally applicable to graduate 
degrees, however. 

For each strategy, a specific proposal is provided showing one way it could be 
implemented, a general discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of the 
strategy and its effect on time-to-degree, and an estimate of the statewide fiscal impact 
of implementing the strategy. 

In most cases, there could be many ways in which the strategy could be implemented, 
and each will have different effects. 



Strategy 1. Require universities to guarantee time-to-degree 

Specific Proposal: The Legislature could require that universities guarantee that any 
student who satisfies admission requirements, attends full-time, follows a prescribed 
program of study, and passes every course would be able to register in the courses 
needed to graduate in a stated period of time (usually four years). 

Discussion: Four-year guarantees address a number of problems that cause extended 
times-to-degree. They force institutions to evaluate their program offerings to ensure 
that they can offer enough courses and the right courses so that students can graduate 
in a timely manner. 

They make it clear to students, parents, and faculty that timely graduation is both 
possible and normal. They provide very positive incentives for students to stay “on 
track," completing courses when they are available and providing a clear disincentive to 
repeat courses or take courses not included in their degree requirements. 

Further, because it is typically necessary to take a full academic load each semester to 
graduate in four years, it provides a positive incentive for students to do that. 

States that have four-year degree guarantees include Florida, Iowa, Montana, Oregon, 
South Dakota, and Washington. 

Fiscal Impact: Of the approximately 47,000 students who receive baccalaureate 
degrees, about 14,000 graduate in four years. These students should be unaffected by 



this program, as should students who currently spend seven or more years working 
toward their degrees. Assuming that one-third of the students who currently obtain 
degrees in five or six years would be motivated to complete their degrees in four years, 
the total savings to the state is estimated at $37 million. The total savings to parents 
and students is estimated at $103 million. 

Strategy 2. Reduce credits required for degrees 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could establish limits on the number of credits that 
an institution could require for baccalaureate degrees in different disciplines. For 
example, the Legislature could establish limits -- from 120 credits to 132 credits, 
depending on the discipline - on the number of credits that could be required. 

Discussion: One of the reasons that students are thought to take longer to complete 
baccalaureate degrees is that, overtime, institutions have increased the number of 
courses (credits) required for a degree. Accounting is one example in which the entry- 
level degree in recent years has been expanded to a five-year degree program from a 
four-year degree program. Typically, vocationally oriented degrees require more credits 
than do traditional academic degree programs. 

Public universities, in general, require more courses for comparable degrees than do 
independent institutions in Texas and significantly more than independent "Ivy League" 
colleges. It is also the case that there is considerable variation among public 
universities in the number of credits required for a given degree. 

However, based on an informal, non-scientific survey of Texas university catalogs, 
inceasing degree requirements do not appear to be the major cause of lengthening 
times-to-degree. Over the past 30 years, the number of credits required for a degree 
has changed relatively little, although there are a few disciplines in which degree 
requirements have been significantly expanded. 

Reducing degree requirements would be viewed by some as a reducing the quality or 
breadth of the undergraduate experience, and this would be an issue in any attempt to 
implement this strategy. 

The relationship between credits required and time-to-degree is impossible to predict. 
Nevertheless, a number of states, including Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Kansas, 
Nebraska, New York, North Carolina, and Virginia, recently enacted policies that 
constrain the number of hours required for baccalaureate degrees. 

This strategy slightly decreases the number of courses that a student would be required 
to take, but it does nothing to encourage students to take more courses in a given term. 

Fiscal impact It is unlikely that lowering degree requirements will do much to shorten 
time-to-degree below four years, but most students do not graduate in four years. For 




7 



those students who currently spend more than four years completing their degrees, 
lowering the degree requirements by a given percentage will, on average, lower the 
time-to-degree by that same percentage. 

If this strategy is implemented, the average number of credits for a baccalaureate 
degree in Texas should be reduced by four and, on average, students who graduate 
should take three fewer credits during the course of their undergraduate careers. Of 
the estimated 47,000 students who receive baccalaureate degrees each year, about 70 
percent spend more than four years. Reducing the credits taken by these students by 
three would be the equivalent of eliminating 3,000 students from Texas higher 
education. The cost of education to the State of Texas for one FTE student is 
approximately $5,668, so this strategy would result in an annual cost saving to the state 
of approximately $17 million per year. 

Assuming an annual cost of higher education to the student of $10,409 per year, 
reducing the number FTE students by 3,000 would result in savings to students and 
their parents of an estimated $31 million. 

Strategy 3. Encourage students to earn college credits while in high school 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could require that public institutions of higher 
education aggressively encourage potential students to acquire college credits prior to 
enrollment in college through Advanced Placement (AP), the College Level 
Examination Program (CLEP), dual enrollment, and other mechanisms. The number of 
these credits accepted could be included in the measures that the Legislature uses to 
evaluate institutional performance. 

Discussion: Good students can significantly shorten their time-to-degree in college by 
earning college credits while in high school. 

In the Advanced Placement Program, students take standardized advanced high school 
courses while in high school. They are given college credit after passing a national 
examination. In the last two years, Texas has made major progress in increasing the 
number of Advanced Placement courses offered in high schools, although it is still 
behind most other Southern states. A recent report of the Southern Regional Education 
Board indicated that Texas lagged 1 1 of the other 14 Southern states in the 
percentages of high schools offering Advanced Placement courses. 

As another alternative, the College Level Examination Program (CLEP) provides 
standardized testing without standardized courses. As a third alternative, many good 
students could, if encouraged, take college classes during their senior year in high 
school while completing high school degree requirements. 
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While most institutions have provisions for obtaining college credit through alternate 
means, these opportunities are often not prominently displayed in catalogs or 
encouraged during orientation programs and similar events. 

Florida, Georgia, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Minnesota, Montana, North Carolina, 

Oregon, South Dakota, Virginia, Washington and Wisconsin all have programs 
designed to actively encourage high school students to earn university credits prior to 
graduation from high school. In Wisconsin, the Board of Regents requires institutions 
to count in the students’ major all AP and CLEP credits passed with a score of three or 
higher. 

This strategy would slightly decrease the number of courses that students would be 
required to take, but it would do little to encourage them to take more courses in a given 
semester. 

Fiscal impact Aggressive plans to encourage high school students to earn college 
credits and to encourage colleges and universities to accept these credits should result 
in an additional 5,000 students per year who would earn the equivalent of six credits 
while in high school. This would be the equivalent of reducing the college-going 
population by 1,000 FTE students and would generate savings to the state of $6 million 
and savings to students and their parents of $10 million. 

Strategy 4. Charge block tuition 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could adopt tuition schedules that allow students 
taking 13 or more credits per semester to pay the same total tuition as students taking 
12 credits. 

Discussion: A policy that allowed part-time students to pay tuition based on the number 
of credits in which they enrolled but allowed students enrolled in 12 or more credits to 
pay a maximum dollar amount for tuition would provide an incentive for students to 
enroll in more courses, because credits over and above 12 would be essentially tuition- 
free. Some students claim that they would take more courses if they were available, 
and this policy would put pressure on institutions to make them available. 

Block tuition is a common policy in independent institutions, and students at these 
institutions typically take more courses, have higher graduation rates, and shorter times 
to degree. The National Center for Education Statistics reports that in 1990, 57.9 
percent of baccalaureate graduates from independent institutions completed their 
degrees in four or fewer years, while only 36.1 percent of graduates from public 
institutions did the same. 

Fiscal impact Tuition could be set at a $400 maximum for students enrolling in 12 or 
more hours per semester but that other fees would be unchanged. Additionally, part- 
time students (those enrolled in less than 12 hours) could be charged per credit hour. 
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The total number of hours for which a student would register during the course of his or 
her career should be unchanged. The estimated loss in revenue to institutions from 
tuition would be $13 million, and there would be a corresponding savings to students. 
With the “all funds” appropriation, this would translate to a loss in revenue to the state in 
the same amount, since the institutional loss would be made up from an equivalent 
increase in general revenue. 

Block tuition should motivate some students to take more credits each semester and 
graduate earlier, generating additional savings to students and their parents. For 
example, if 3,000 students who currently graduate in five years and 1,000 students who 
currently graduate in six years were to graduate in four years, there would be an 
additional savings to students and their parents of $34 million, for a total savings to 
students and their parents of $47 million. 

Strategy 5. Use technology/distance education 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could authorize the Coordinating Board to: (a) 
charter five Texas higher education institutions to offer five undergraduate core courses 
statewide via distance education, and (b) require all public institutions to accept transfer 
of these courses for full credit, and (c) establish the reimbursement rate for these 
courses and all equivalent courses offered at all institutions at 70 percent of the current 
reimbursement rate. 

Discussion: Students complain that they are unable to complete their degrees as 
quickly as they wish because the courses they wish to enroll in are not available when 
the student wants to take them. This is especially prevalent for beginning 
undergraduate core courses. This proposal would address this need by identifying five 
high-demand, core courses that would be taught to a statewide audience using 
distance education. Each of these courses would be offered by a single institution, and 
this would free up faculty resources at other institutions to offer other courses. 

Technology and economies of scale could allow the distance education courses to be 
offered at 70 percent of the current cost of teaching these courses. To provide an 
incentive for institutions to use the statewide courses rather than teach these courses 
on their own campuses, all equivalent courses shall be reimbursed at 70 percent of the 
current rate. 

Educators have mixed feelings regarding the quality of distance education courses and 
the appropriateness of using them to teach beginning courses, and these factors would 
be an issue to be considered in adopting this strategy. On the other hand, these 
courses are often taught in very large sections. Numerous studies have indicated little 
or no difference in student learning when taught with conventional instruction or 
distance instruction, so if these courses are carefully designed and executed, quality 
need not be an issue. 
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Fiscal impact: If all 85,000 freshman students take one of these courses, reducing the 
reimbursement rate to 70 percent of the current rate would generate savings to the 
State of $4 million. 

Greater availability of courses should, on average, reduce the average time-to-degree 
for students currently graduating in more than four years by 1 percent. This would 
result in additional savings to the state of $2 million and savings to students and their 
parents of $3 million. 

Strategy 6. Increase summer school opportunities 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could require that no less than 25 percent of the 
credits generated by each institution be generated in summer school. 

Discussion: Currently, fewer than 12 percent of student credit hours are generated 
during summer sessions. Shifting more of the academic load to the summer has the 
potential to both reduce time-to-degree and lower costs. 

Assuming the availability of courses, a student can typically earn the equivalent of one- 
third academic year credit during the summers, so a baccalaureate student could 
potentially reduce total time-to-degree by about a full year. 

Savings accrue to the institution because of better utilization of facilities and human 
resources. A given level of instruction can be generated with fewer resources when 
they are used 12-months a year rather than 9-months. Because the state typically pays 
fringe benefits for the whole year for faculty and appoints most support staff to annual 
contracts, personnel costs are also lower for a given level of instruction. 

Although most states encourage full utilization of facilities, only Florida is known to have 
had an aggressive program that requires students to attend summer school at least 
once during their four-year academic career. In Utah, Brigham Young University 
provides reduced levels of tuition for students who enroll in the summer. 

Mandatory summer school attendance would create problems for students who earn a 
portion of their college expenses by working in the summer. It would imply more 12- 
month faculty appointments and a lower total faculty headcount. 

This strategy does nothing to encourage students to take more courses in a given 
semester. However, for students who must pursue their studies on part-time basis, the 
availability of a full range of courses during the summer can do much to reduce time-to- 
degree. 

Fiscal impact The state should see marginal increases in costs due to an increase in 
utility usage. These increases should, in the long run, be offset by increases in the 
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efficiency of use of the physical plant. Since students would be attending the same 
total number of semesters, there is no obvious savings to students and their parents. 

Strategy 7. Provide financial rewards to students who graduate in three years 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could require universities to provide tuition rebates 
in the amount of $1 ,000 to students who complete requirements for baccalaureate 
degrees within 36 months from their initial registration. 

Discussion: The Texas Legislature currently provides $1,000 grants to students who 
complete high school in three years. These grants may be used to defray the costs of 
tuition at Texas public colleges and universities. They are good educational policy 
because they encourage students to complete their high school studies expeditiously 
and to enroll in institutions of higher education. Also, the $1 ,000 grants cost much less 
than supporting the student in high school for an additional year. 

This proposal suggests a similar policy for baccalaureate-level college students. The 
policy would encourage students to complete their undergraduate studies expeditiously, 
and it would save the state money because students who take fewer courses and/or 
spend shorter periods of time on campus cost the state less money. 

The policy would put pressure on institutions to ensure that students were able to 
register for as many courses as they wished. Because students from low-income 
groups, on average, tend to complete their degrees more slowly than students from 
higher income groups, the program may be perceived as a program that provides 
financial assistance to those who need it least. 

This policy should not increase the number of students who graduate, but it would 
cause a few students to graduate more quickly. They would do this by taking fewer 
non-required elective hours, by taking more courses each semester, by accumulating 
credits while in high school, by attending summer school, or by a combination of these 
strategies. This policy could increase the number of students who graduate within 36 
months of initial registration from about 350 per year to about 700 per year. 

This strategy would encourage students to register for more credits each semester, but 
it would affect relatively few students. 

Fiscal impact. The cost of providing $1 ,000 tuition rebates to 700 baccalaureate 
graduates per year would be $700,000. Under the “all funds” method of finance 
currently used in Texas, this amount would be subtracted from institutional local income 
estimates and would be paid by the state, even though the rebates would be provided 
by institutions from local income. These costs would be offset by reduced costs to the 
state associated with 350 students taking fewer total hours and students enrolled for 
shorter periods of time. The savings associated with these two factors are estimated at 
$2 million, producing a net savings to the state associated with the strategy of $1 .3 per 
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year. Savings to 350 students and their parents who would graduate in three years 
instead of four years is estimated at $4 million. 

Strategy 8. Impose surcharge for excessive credits 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could require universities to charge undergraduate 
students tuition equal to the full cost of education for more than 150 credits attempted in 
public institutions of higher education. 

Discussion: This strategy essentially caps the educational resources that will be made 
available at state expense to any one student. Unlike the previous two strategies, it 
penalizes students who attempt significantly more credits than are required for the 
degrees in which they are enrolled. 

Table 3, below, indicates the average number of hours accumulated by baccalaureate 
graduates. 



Table 3 

Hours Accumulated by Baccalaureate Graduates 



Years to Degree 


4 


5 


6 


7 


8 


9 


10 


Average Hours 
Attempted 


133 


151 


171 


182 


187 


194 


196 



This strategy can be envisioned an academic debit card established by the state. 

When students first enroll, they would be advised that the state would subsidize the first 
150 credits that they attempt, and students would be responsible for paying the full cost 
of education for any credits they attempt beyond that. 

This strategy does not address the problem of slow student progress resulting from 
students attempting fewer courses than they are capable of attempting. It would 
provide a very positive financial incentive to encourage students to identify a major 
early and to minimize extraneous courses. 

Implementing this strategy would impose a significant administrative burden on 
institutions and would be a very contentious issue for students. 

Programs that increase student tuition or fees for students who have accumulated 
excessive hours have been considered previously by the Texas Legislature. California 
and North Carolina have implemented programs that impose higher tuition based on 
credits or degrees previously accumulated, but neither is exactly like the 
implementation proposed above. 
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Fiscal impact: If there was no change in student behavior, the additional cost to 
students would be approximately $82 million. This assumes that students would 
finance the entire cost of education for more than 1 50 hours. Likewise, the savings to 
the state would be $82 million. 

However, if this policy has the desired result of altering student behavior overtime, it 
could result in a 50 percent reduction in the number of credits in excess of 150 taken by 
students. Ultimately this would be equivalent to removing about 3,200 FTE students 
from Texas higher education with equivalent annual savings to the state of $41 million 
and a net cost to students and their parents of $8 million. 

Strategy 9. Limit enrollments to required courses 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could require that institutions allow students to enroll 
in no more than three courses that are not required for the degree program they are 
currently pursuing. 

Discussion: This strategy would address one aspect of the time-to-degree problem - 
students who take more courses than they need for a degree. However, this is a small 
part of the overall problem. Most students who acquire more courses than they need 
do so because they change majors or because they have taken courses with no 
specific academic objective in mind. 

It does not address the problem of slow academic progress resulting from students 
taking fewer courses than they are capable of taking in a given term. 

It would be extremely difficult to administer and would require that institutions do a 
much more comprehensive job of advising students. Managing the change of major 
process would become a formidable task on university campuses. 

Finally, broadening one’s perspective by taking courses outside the major is generally 
considered to be desirable, and implementing this strategy would be thought to be 
contrary to be best interests of the best students. 

Fiscal impact If it was somehow possible to limit students to three or some small 
number of courses beyond those required for the major, there would be dramatic 
savings to both the state and students. However, student behavior in response to such 
a policy would be so unpredictable as to make any sort of fiscal analysis impossible. 

Institutions would be required to maintain much more sophisticated student tracking 
systems. Significantly more staff effort would be required for student advising and 
processing changes of major. It would create numerous conflicts between the 
academic interests of the student and his or her financial interests. 
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strategy 10. Provide state subsidies only for required courses 

Specific proposal: The Legislature could authorize the Coordinating Board to disallow 
formula funding for courses in which students are enrolled but which are not required 
for the degree program they are currently pursuing. 

Discussion: This strategy would provide a strong financial incentive for institutions to 
limit the availability of courses outside the major, but would not prohibit them. 

Like the previous strategy, it would address only one, relatively small aspect of the time- 
to-degree program. It would result in a major advising, student tracking, and reporting 
burden for institutions. It would be considered to be contrary to the interests of students 
who wish to broaden their educational backgrounds by taking courses outside their 
majors. 

Although it has been discussed, no states have attempted to implement this strategy. 

Fiscal impact: This strategy, like the previous one, has the potential for dramatic 
savings were it not for the practical problems associated with implementing it. It has the 
effect of penalizing the institution for excessive hours taken by students, rather than 
penalizing the students. 

Institutions would be required to maintain much more sophisticated student tracking 
systems. Significantly more staff effort would be required for student advising and 
processing changes of major. It would create numerous conflicts between the 
academic interests of students and the financial interests of the institution. 
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Summary and Conclusions 



Students in Texas public universities are taking longer to obtain degrees than ever 
before. The causes are numerous and complex. 

Some causes result from changes in the student population and cannot be addressed. 
For example, more students opt to pursue degrees part-time while continuing full-time 
employment, and time-to-degree should not be an issue with these students. 

Other causes result from changing student expectations as well as state and 
institutional policies and could be addressed. For example, many full-time students 
consider 12 credits to be a full-time load and do not attempt more courses, even though 
they should be able to take 15 or even 18 credits per semester. 

This report provides ten strategies for shortening time-to-degree, as well as a possible 
implementation strategy and a brief analysis of each. Table 4 on the following page 
summarizes each of these strategies. 

There are, obviously, numerous alternative implementations to each of these strategies, 
and there are clearly other strategies that could be adopted. Combinations of these 
and other strategies could be implemented. 

This report does not recommend any specific strategy. Rather, it is intended as a 
background paper to provide a starting point and a framework for discussion of the 
time-to-degree issue. 

Three recommendations are made: 

• Institutional time-to-degree performance should be monitored and used to evaluate 
institutional effectiveness. The effect on time-to-degree should be considered by 
the Coordinating Board in all of its policy decisions. 

• Legislative and institutional efforts to implement policies that address the time-to- 
degree problem should be supported and encouraged. 

• The time-to-degree issue should be further studied. Specifically, time-to-degree in 
graduate programs and community and technical programs should be studied, and 
strategies for addressing time-to-degree should be further refined. 
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Table 4 - 



Feasibility 


+ 


+ 


+ + 


1 


1 

1 


1 

1 


+ 


1 


1 

1 

1 


1 

1 

1 


Potential for 
Cost Savings 
to Parents and 
Students 


+ 

+ 


+ 


+ + 


+ 

+ 


+ 




+ 


1 

1 


+ 

+ 


+ 


Potential for 
Cost Savings 
to State 


+ + 


+ 


+ 

+ 


1 


+ 


+ 


+ 


+ + 


+ + 


+ 

+ 


Effectiveness in 
Reducing 
Time-to-degree 


+ 

+ 


+ 


+ 


+ 


+ 


+ 


+ 


+ 

+ 


+ 

+ 


+ + 


Ease of 

Implementation 


+ + 


+ 

+ 

+ 


+ 

+ 


+ + + 


1 


1 

1 


+ + 


+ 
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Strategy 


Require institutions to guarantee 
times-to-degree 


Reduce credits required for 
degrees 


Earn college credits while in high 
school 


Charge block tuition 


Expand use of 

technology/distance education 


Increase summer school 
opportunities 


Reward three-year graduates 


Surcharge for excessive credits 


Limit enrollments to required 
courses 


Provide state subsidies only for 
required courses 
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